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«Recognised as the greatest masterpiece of his genius’
Mozart’s Don Giovanni

An opera for Prague

prague, early 1787: the city has been in the grip of ‘Figaro’ fever for weeks. ‘Figaro’s
songs resounded in the streets, in gardens, and even the harpist at the Bierbank
had to play his ‘Non pill andrai’ if he wanted to be heard’, we are informed by the
first Mozart biographer Franz Xaver Niemetschek. The company of the impresario
pasquale Bondini had staged Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro in Prague in December
1786 and scored a sensational success with it. Reason enough for an ‘association of
notable connoisseurs and amateurs’ to invite the composer to Prague. Mozart stayed
in the Bohemian capital from 11 January to 8 February 1787: he conducted his new
Symphony in D major K504, later to be known as the ‘Prague’, at a musical academy
in the National Theatre at which he also played piano improvisations that delighted
the audience, and finally, on 22 January, conducted a performance of Figaro himself.
When he returned to Vienna, he was not only 1,000 gulden richer, he also had in
his pocket a commission from Bondini to compose a new opera for the forthcoming
autumn season.

That new opera was Don Giovanni. Mozart certainly turned soon after his return from
Prague to Lorenzo Da Ponte, the tried and tested librettist of figaro. If we are to
believe the account Da Ponte gave years later in his Memoirs, it was he who chose
the subject for Mozart. Is it really true that the poet sought inspiration in reading
the Inferno from Dante’s Divina Comedia? In any case, where Mozart’s inspiration
came from, and how his work on Don Giovanni progressed in general, are questions
to which we have no certain answers for lack of documentary evidence. What we do
know is that for the whole of that year he gave no concerts of his own in Vienna. On
the other hand, between March and August 1787, he set down on paper a succession



of impressive masterpieces, several of them sombre and weighty works: they include
the Rondo for piano in A minor K511, the String Quintets in C major K515 and G minor
K516, Eine kleine Nachtmusik K525, and the Violin Sonata in A major K526. Nor
should it be forgotten that, on 28 May, Leopold Mozart died in Salzburg. In his last
letter to his father, dated 4 April, Mozart broaches the subject of his grave illness and
attempts to find a few consoling words (perhaps intended more for himself than for
the sick man): ‘As death . . . is the true goal of our existence, | have formed during
the last few years such close relations with this best and truest friend of mankind,
that his image is not only no longer terrifying for me, but is indeed very soothing
and consoling! And | thank my God for graciously granting me the opportunity . . . of
learning that death is the key which unlocks the door to our true happiness.’

Work on Don Giovanni must have been Mozart’s chief preoccupation in the summer
months. However, when he set off for Prague with Constanze on 1 October, several
numbers were not yet written. The overture, the whole second-act finale and a number
of other pieces were composed only in Prague. Here haste was imperative at first, for
the premiere of Don Giovanni was to take place on 14 October, in a gala performance
to mark the passage through the city of Archduchess Maria Theresia of Tuscany and
her consort, Prince Anton Clemens of Saxony. But serious difficulties in rehearsal
meant the deadline had to be postponed several times. Mozart had completely
misjudged the capacities of what he called the ‘theatrical personnel’ of Bondini’s
company, and finally the illness of one of the singers further disrupted the plans.
So he ended up conducting an impromptu performance of Figaro in honour of the
princely couple on 14 October, thereby eliciting ‘universal applause and satisfaction
from the illustrious personages’. The latter were thus not to hear the festival opera
that had been intended for them: they already left Prague on 15 October. It was only
a fortnight later, on 29 October, that Don Giovanni was finally given its first perform-
ance at the Graflich Nostitzsches Nazionaltheater, of which Bondini was manager.
The Prague public gave Don Giovanni an enthusiastic reception comparable to that
of Figaro ten months previously. The Prager Oberposamtszeitung reports of the

premiere: ‘On Monday 29th the Italian opera company gave the eagerly awaited
opera of Kapellmeister Mozard Don Giovanni or The Stone Banquet. Connoisseurs
and musicians declare that nothing like this has ever been performed in Prague.
Herr Mozard himself conducted . . .” And Mozart wrote to a friend on 4 November:
“‘My opera Don Giovanni had its first performance on 29 October, and was received
with the greatest applause.” Even many years after Mozart’s death, Georg Nikolaus
Nissen, the second husband of the composer’s widow, could affirm: ‘Don Juan is
the favourite opera of the most discerning public in Prague.” And for Niemetschek,
himself a citizen of Prague, it was self-evident that this opera was ‘recognised as the
greatest masterpiece of his [Mozart’s] genius’.

Don Giovanni in Vienna

The success of Don Giovanni in Prague was not without consequences for Mozart’s
position in Vienna. Emperor Joseph Il appointed him ‘Imperial and Royal Chamber
Composer’ in succession to Christoph Willibald Gluck, who had just died, with an
annual salary of 800 gulden. Not the least of his motives in so doing was to forestall
Mozart’s rumoured move away from Vienna. Moreover, he commanded a perform-
ance of Don Giovanni for the coming spring. But Mozart chose to make some changes
for this Viennese premiere, which took place at the Burgtheater on 7 May 1788: he
substituted the newly composed aria ‘Dalla sua pace’ (no.10a) for Don Ottavio’s ‘Il
mio tesoro intanto’ (no.21), supposedly because the tenor of the Viennese perform-
ance was afraid of the runs in the original piece; he replaced Leporello’s aria ‘Ah pieta,
signori miei’ (n0.20) by a secco recitative and inserted the duet for Leporello and
Zerlina ‘Per queste tue manine’ (no.21a), which necessitated further rearrangement
of the recitatives; and he gave Donna Elvira a third aria introduced by an accompag-
nato recitative, ‘In quali eccessi — Mi tradi quell’alma ingrata’ (no.21b). Finally — and
this would have been the most drastic departure from Prague — he seems to have
considered completely omitting the scena ultima, the concluding sextet following



Don Giovanni’s descent to hell. Even today it is unclear whether the opera was indeed
performed without this last scene in Vienna in 1788. However, it is certain that the
sextet was generally dispensed with after Mozart’s death, for instance in Franz Xaver
Siissmayr’s performance of 1798.

Many of the Viennese were at a loss to understand Mozart’s new opera. Countess de
la Lippe trouve la musique savante, peu propre au chant (‘found the music learned
and little suited to the voice’), as Count Karl von Zinzendorf noted in his diary. Arch-
duchess Elisabeth Wilhemine was similarly sceptical when writing to her husband
about Don Giovanni: *. . . mais on m’a dit qu’il n’avait pas eu beaucoup de succés’
(‘but | was told that it had not met with much success’). If we are to believe Da
Ponte’s Memoirs, the Emperor put his finger on the problem: ‘That opera is precious,
divine, perhaps better even than Figaro; but such music is not meat for the teeth of
my Viennese.’ Still, it was given in Vienna fifteen times during the year 1788 - Joseph
Il could only be present at the last of these performances - before disappearing from
Viennese theatres for the next few years.

Incorrigible sinner or demonic seducer?

Unlike Figaro, Don Giovanni was a popular subject in the musical theatre of the
time. Merely in the year Mozart’s opera was written, three Don Giovanni operas were
produced in Italy. Of these, the setting by Giuseppe Gazzaniga occupies a special
position. His Don Giovanni o sia Il convitato di pietra (Don Giovanni or the stone
guest), to a libretto by Giovanni Bertati, received its premiere at the Teatro San Moisé
in Venice in February 1787. The libretto must have come into Da Ponte’s hands shortly
after this, perhaps through the tenor Antonio Baglioni, who appeared in Gazzan-
iga’s opera and later sang Mozart’s Don Ottavio. Strictly speaking, Da Ponte’s Don
Giovanni libretto is a ‘remake’: the parallels between his text and Bertati’s show all
too clearly that he was using his fellow Italian’s work as the basis of his own. Not
only did he model the opera’s action on that of the earlier piece, he even borrowed

2ssages word for word. Nonethe.less, his Qon Giovanni involves a personal
some.l;’ tion that is by no means negligible, for with Da Ponte the opera is in two
contri utone as with Bertati. Hence the conclusion of the first act (after the quartet
acts, N0 ") and a considerable portion of the second (up to the cemetery scene)

‘Non gd':i?;tr)ns made to expand the work, and are original Da Ponte. In his Memoirs,
:::)r:gh, the latter deliberately passes over in silence his use of Bertati’s text as a
model. . oo 3 ; ;

To be sure, ‘Don Giovanni’ or ‘Don Juan’ was already a subject with a long history.
All literary treatments of the theme of the you.ng‘debauchee (a ‘giovane cavaliere
estremamente licenzioso’ in Da Ponte’s description), whether in opera or in the

spoken theatre, derive ultimately from the comedy El burlador de Sevilla y Convi-
dado de piedra (The trickster of Seville, or the stone guest) by the Mercedarian
monk Tirso de Molina, first published in 1630. It was not only important figures, like
Moliére in his prose comedy Dom juan ou Le festin de pierre (1665), who tackled the
subject. Dramatic pieces about Don Juan were part of the permanent repertoire of
playhouses and puppet theatres in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Hence
it could be taken for granted that the story was well known. It made a particularly
popular subject because of its spine-chilling elements — Don Juan’s encounter with
the commander and his fall into hell. And, not least, it raised a religious question: the
problem of man’s justification. Can a human being, Don Juan in this case, be saved in
spite of his transgressions? He can, provided he renounces his vices in time. But this
is precisely what Don Juan does not do. Already in Tirso he turns a deaf ear to warn-
ings of divine punishment and puts off repentance until later. When he finally asks
the dead man’s hand for forgiveness, it is too late for him. Don Juan is therefore, in
Christian terms, nothing less than an exemplum of the punishment of the incorrigible
sinner. His transgression lies, to be sure, in his amorous escapades. But it consists
also in the denial of any metaphysically orientated system of values, as is clearly
shown in the cemetery scene when he invites the dead commander to the banquet.
The rause of Don Juan’s downfall is his exclusive preoccupation with this world.



These references were certainly present in the minds of late eighteenth-century
spectators. Mozart’s time seems to have had a quite different image of the subject-
matter of Don Giovanni from ours today. Our view is almost exclusively determined
by Mozart’s operaitself, or even more so by the interpretation to which the opera was
subjected in the nineteenth century, which turned the title character into a wicked,
sensuously erotic seducer, a fascinating figure opposed to all moral restraints. Not
least responsible for this transformation was the enthusiastic interpretation of E. T. A.
Hoffmann. The demonisation of the hero, who according to his tale ‘Don Juan’ (1813)
‘flits restlessly from one beautiful woman to an even more beautiful one’ yet without
ever finding satisfaction, was taken a decisive step forward by Hoffmann, and his
assessment of Don Giovanni as the ‘opera of operas’ became the generally accepted
view. The Danish philosopher Sgren Kierkegaard even built a whole aesthetic of
music on this work: according to him, the sensuous and erotic genius of the title
character, brought to a peak of intensity, could only be fully realised through music,
Mozart’s music, and thereby simultaneously took on a demonic nature. Interpret-
ations of this sort in the early nineteenth century masked the original motivation of
the subject of Don Juan. They turned Mozart’s dramma giocoso (that is, opera buffa)
into a heroic opera, and the punished rake into a tragic hero. Yet nothing could have
been further from Mozart’s intentions.

ANDREAS FRIESENHAGEN
Translation: Charles Johnston

BURNING QUESTIONS
René Jacobs

Twenty-four years after Cesti’s L’Orontea, you put on this
production of Don Giovanni at the Innsbruck Early Music Festival
in August 2006. So is Mozart ‘early music’ for you?

Mozart himself used the term alte Musik (‘old music’) to refer to Bach and Handel,
composers from whom he was separated only by a few generations. In this respect,
his music is much ‘older’ for us, who live several centuries after him, than Bach’s
music was for him. But if we wish to approach Mozart as the end of a journey that
began with Monteverdi (and not the reverse, with Wagner as the starting-point), it
is precisely because the path he followed in his musical training was still founded
on the musical theories of the Baroque. It’s much easier to tackle the genre of the
dramma giocoso, with its sometimes confusing, even shocking blend of tragic and
comic elements, when you try to understand it as part of a long tradition that starts
vyith the Venetian operas of Cavalli and Cesti. For example, Cicognini, who wrote the
!lbrettos of Il Giasone and L’ Orontea’, was also the author of the first Don Giovanni
In the Italian spoken theatre. In this light, you could also see our version of Mozart’s
Don Giovanni as the third part of an operatic trilogy that began at Innsbruck and Brus-
sels in 2004 with Cavalli’s Eliogabalo, whose libretto was influenced by commedia
dell’arte scenarios on the theme of Don Juan, and continued with Conti’s Don Chisci-
ODlZe (Innsbru§k 2005, Brussels 2010): Don Quixote is not only the exact opposite of
lea’;tlii:ln, heisalsoa Spanish don with a comic servant. In a way, Don Giovanni is the
This is bznmefthe'Da Ponte operas, evgn Fhough it’s thg mgst freql_Jently performed.
Glistass Nd up with the facj[ Fhat the original was falsified in the nlneFeenth century
~——_ > aPicture can be falsified by later ‘overpainting’) and the public often knows

1. Two opera
s by Francesco Cavalli and Antonio Cesti respectively, now available as downloads.



only this adulterated version. | am convinced that we must first of all eliminate, or in
any case clean up, the overpaintings added in the nineteenth century? to allow the
original colours to come to light.

You are referring here to the Romantic conception of the opera which dates back to
E. T. A. Hoffmann and has influenced virtually all productions in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Why do you reject this?

In their treatment of the myth of Don Juan, Hoffmann and so many other men of
letters after him were constantly guilty of projecting their own fantasies. There’s
nothing wrong with that, and these repeated rewritings of the myth have opened
out interesting perspectives. But interpreting the myth is one thing, and perversely
distorting and manipulating Da Ponte’s text and Mozart’s music is another. The differ-
ence between the original version of Mozart’s opera and the myth gets nearly every
production of /l dissoluto punito into trouble. If you don’t make use of the myth, you
take the risk of making the public unhappy; but if you do go back to the myth, you
are in constant conflict with the structure of Mozart’s opera. We much prefer the risk
of displeasing the public to betraying the work.

For Hoffmann?, Don Giovanni is a tragic hero, restlessly searching for the woman in
whose arms he can satisfy his yearning for a union with the infinite. Donna Anna is
raised so far above the other characters that her ‘luminous personality’ becomes the
true antagonist of Don Giovanni. Longing for the infinite, the inaccessible, redemp-
tion through emotion, through love, which is accomplished here in a tragic death . ..
a splendid invention, which has nothing to do with the piece: in fact, a seductive
falsification. If Don Giovanni does have an antagonist, it is not Donna Anna, but
Donna Elvira, the donna abbandonata of Baroque opera, forsaken by Don Giovanni
as Ariadne once was by Theseus (as in Monteverdi’s Lamento d’Arianna). Elvira’s is

2. The reader is recommended to consult Dieter Borchmeyer's essay Mozart oder Die Entdeckung der
Liebe (Frankfurt: Insel, 2005), which calls for a ‘Don Giovanni without the nineteenth century’.
3. E. T. A. Hoffmann, ‘Don Juan’, in Phantastiestiicke in Callot’s Manier (1816).

by far the most moving role in the opera. Her love for Don Giovanni is totally irrational
and profoundly self-destructive.

Ifltry to imagine how Hoffmann’s Don Giovanniwould sound, | hear strains of Wagner,
orat most a completely distorted Mozart, played and sung much too heavily, with the
wrong tempos, and, above all, much too uniform. All the subversion inherent to the
dramma giocoso is condemned to oblivion by an interpretation of this kind. There
can no longer be any question of a brutal mixture of comic and tragic. Indeed, many
comic, carnival-like elements had already disappeared even before Hoffmann’s time,
immediately after Mozart’s death, when the opera was increasingly transformed into
a singspiel: Da Ponte’s recitatives were replaced by banal German dialogue, and
everything that could relativise particular aspects of the work was cut - including the
scena ultima, even though Hoffmann defended it!

So Don Giovanni isn’t a demonic figure; he’s not a twin to Faust who scorns the
Power of the hereafter right to the bitter end, and thereby attains heroic grandeur.
But if he’s none of that, what is he?

MozarF doesn’t answer that question in his music as he does for the adversaries of
Dof‘ GIOVafmi, in the psychologising language of the arias for Donna Anna, Donna
glfvtl;]trferlma and Don Ottavio. Don Giovanni's arias — two short action arias, one
us absolzrnlg ina t.jlsgmsed v9|ce4, and the serenade to Donna Elvira’s maid - tell
Waits the ely nqthmg abou.t his character, for the simple reason that the composer
Bettim question to remain unanswered.
o tal?et(ijlz, DE' Ponte’s libretto contains certain elements, generally. ignored, which
thie descy] :\ lt‘furthgr— although not quite far enough. To begin with, we.ca.n read
youth’ — nsx;otn Uun giovane Azyestremamente licenzioso’ - ‘an extre.mely dlssmatefj
vty im 0 Don quvannl S name in the cast-list. Da Ponte obviously thought it
Portant to make it clear right from the start that we are dealing here not with

4. Luigi Bass; (1766-1825)

the voices of » the creator of the title role in Prague, was well known for his skill in imitating

his colleagues,



an adult, but with a sort of Cherubino five years older than he is in Le nozze di Figaro
(in the meantime his voice has broken, descending from mezzo-soprano to baritone),
and now on an infernal path of taboo-breaking that must inevitably lead to death. It
should be remembered that Luigi Bassi, Mozart’s Don Giovanni in Prague, was only
twenty-one years old — and, by the way, the singer in our recording is barely older
than that.> The contrast between the young man who is not quite an adult and his
older comic servant had constituted one of the recurring elements of Italian comic
opera since the Venetians, and of spoken theatre ever since ancient comedy.

The latest taboo Don Giovanni has broken is the murder of the Commendatore with
which the work opens. Each time he becomes violent (whether towards Zerlina,
Leporello or Masetto), we are afraid that, in place of the old ‘kick’ he got from destroy-
ing the ties of love, he might get a new one from killing people. Fortunately, heaven
intervenes in time: thus Don Giovanni is not a tragic hero, but a tragicomic failure (the
libretto portrays a succession of erotic fiascos), who gets his just deserts not from
mankind (the police turn up too late in the scena utima') but from a higher power.

But Hoffmann’s view of Donna Anna might still be right: her secret passion, her love
for the stranger who tried to ravish her. How can we imagine even for a moment that
woman as strong as this could love a weakling like Don Ottavio?

Thereisnothingtosupportthis ‘ideological’viewpoint, eitherin DaPonte’s librettoorin
Mozart’s music. Donna Anna, Don Ottavio and the Commendatore form ‘a sentimental
[empfindsam] triangle of the kind one encounters in innumerable late eighteenth-
century dramas’ (Borchmeyer). Don Ottavio is not a weakling, but rather ‘the typical
tender fiancé, whose measured love, never offending against the contemporary code
of feeling in its dissimulation of passion and sensuality, harmonises perfectly with
the father-daughter relationship’. His two arias are characteristically empfindsam

5. One critic attending a performance of our production in Innsbruck compared Don Giovanni to the
James Dean character in Rebel without a Cause, a young man who dices with death by braving social
prohibitions.

numbers.® In both versions of the opera, Mozart wanted Don Ottavio to sing just one
aria, as if he remained in the Donna Anna’s shadow. These two arias are supremely
beautiful, but there can be no doubt that the Vienna one (‘Dalla sua pace’) appears at
amuch more sensible point than the aria in the Prague version (‘ll mio tesoro’), which
gives the impression of having been artificially inserted at too advanced a stage in
the action: Don Ottavio, at last convinced of Don Giovanni’s guilt after a long period
of doubt, has decided to act by going to the police.

Far removed from Hoffmann’s dismissive view of Don Ottavio (a dainty, well-
Sgrubbed, spick and span little man’), a number of modern writers (Friedrich
Dieckmann, Stefan Kunze, Dieter Borchmeyer, Julian Rushton) see in him a ‘man
of the future’ in his combination of sensibility and rationalism. Interpreted in this
Way, Don Ottavio is ‘the erotic opposite of Don Giovanni’ (Borchmeyer). Against the
_absolute, unquestioning nature of the dissoluto, Don Ottavio represents ‘the altru-
Ism fostered by the discourse of Empfindsamkeit’; against Don Giovanni’s instinct
O_f erotic possession stands Ottavio’s ‘disciplining of eroticism’; against the former’s
‘f/(')?lsince is set the latt_er‘s non-violence, which links him with the ‘clemency’ of Titus:
Creat::j’tirmed force is or!ly a last resort — !ncidentally, it was the same singer who
There 1 cee ttV\.lo roles of T.|t9 aqd Don. Ottavp at th.e Prague premieres of the works.
3fiSt0craticr[§t|,nly'a rporallsmg |nt‘ent|on b'_er_und this contrast between a ‘feudal and
Pngrammatil (;rtln.e an.d a new ‘model citizen’. It can already be heard, in quasi-
Understopy acs :shlc;in, in t.he Overture: whereas t‘h.e slow D minor section is to be
of the work Moz;)rrfb g.LlJ(;ation of the gho§tly {apparltlpn of the stone gue§t at the end
Gos quotat}on - Donu(l)tts the’ fa§ter section, in D‘major, on a theme that is to be read
With Donna Al ot avio’s ﬁfst vocal phrasg in the Act Il sextet (when he returns

er father’s funeral service).
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Borchmeyer emphasises the fact that in the nineteenth century, and even the twen-
tieth, the role of Donna Anna has generally been cast ‘against vocal type and to
the detriment of the coloratura’, since it has very often been sung by a dramatic
soprano. ..

Yes; and now compare to that statement what the Theateralmanach of 1788 has to
say about Aloisia Lange, the Donna Anna of Mozart’s Viennese production: ‘She plays
leading ingénue roles, tender and gentle, as well as naive or mischievous parts.’ That
doesn’t sound at all like a dramatic soprano! In her aria in the first act, ‘Or sai chi
’onore’, Donna Anna for the second time asks Don Ottavio to avenge her father, but
that doesn’t make it a ‘vengeance aria’ which, as is often asserted, would require a
dramatic soprano. It’s really much more of a love aria, whose extremely sensitive last
two bars, with their piano ending, are inconsistent with the ‘vengeance’ hypothesis.
Borchmeyer interprets these last few bars as ‘an expression of daughterly love and
a tender gesture of farewell to Don Ottavio’. But it would be still more sagacious to
view them as a question mark: can Donna Anna’s love survive? And in contrast with
this, the triumphant, forceful orchestral postlude to ‘Non mi dir’ (her second aria) can
be seen as reinforcing what Donna Anna expresses in the coloratura passages (the
only ones in the opera) that Berlioz so hated: she is formulating the unsayable (for
it is still too soon for speech), giving a wordless answer to the question that remains
open at the end of the first aria — ‘Yes, love will conquer’. The usual argument, that
Donna Anna can’t really love her fiancé if she asks him for a year’s grace, betrays (to
quote Borchmeyer once more) ‘a lack of understanding of the civilised traditions of
“polite society” at this period’. The perfect harmony of the two voices in the G-major
Larghetto of the scena ultima reveal what the meaningful coloratura of ‘Non mi dir’
was intended to convey: not ‘Don Giovanni will never embrace this woman whose
pure heart saved her from becoming Satan’s intended bride’, as Hoffmann writes,
but ‘Don Ottavio will embrace his beloved, but to do so today would be entirely out
of place’.

This set presents Don Giovanni in its Vienna version, but includes the numbers cut
from the Prague version in an appendix. Why didn’t you record a mixed version, as
is standard practice?

The two versions are of absolutely equal value. Mozart may initially have composed
the supplementary numbers for Vienna in order to showcase the special qualities of
the new singers. For instance, Caterina Cavalieri, for whom he wrote the additional
aria ‘Mi tradi’ in the second act, was a typical opera seria singer, whereas her
colleague in Prague, Caterina Micelli, was more an interpreter of mezzo carattere
roles (that is, half-serious, half-buffo), who probably had a less beautiful voice, but
was a better actress. The farcical duet scene for Zerlina and Leporello, also added to
the second act (to replace Leporello’s aria ‘Ah pietd’), was certainly designed for the
acting talents of the two singers in Vienna, Luisa Mombelli, the first Countess, who
had originally been cast as Donna Anna but was seven months pregnant and found
the role of Zerlina less taxing, and Francesco Benucci, the first Figaro. It won’t do to
say that the coarse comedy of this scene doesn’t fit in with rest of the work, as is still
leilmed by many commentators who can’t accept the consequences of the dramma
giocoso. It's written in the purest commedia dell’arte style with a long recitative that
rnoves the action forward and a burlesque duet which is a musical gem and not at all
weak’, as the commentators parrot one after the other; and it comes immediately
befqre Donna Elvira’s lamento ‘Mi tradi’ and the graveyard scene, supposedly ‘tragic’
but in fact composed in the comic style.
lb"al?th Prague and Yienna versions, Mozart shows his sure instinct for the correct
madchhbetwegn. recitatives, arias a.nd ensembles. In the V'ienna version, if he hadn’t
Ottavio'se fie‘cmon, undoubtedly justified in dramaturgical terms, to place Don
aria ‘Dalla sua pace’, newly composed as an empfindsam answer to Donna

Anna’s ¢ § ot - : . : ; - h
th"e":S Or sai chil'onore’, in the first act and not, like his Prague aria ‘Il mio tesoro’, in
econd, Act Il would unquestionably have been too long. It’s this delicate balance

that is miccing : P : 5 "
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there, as a result of what amounts to a ‘traffic jam’ of arias without any comic inter-
ludes (in total contradiction of the giocoso spirit), the second act is longer and less
varied than Mozart judged appropriate. What’s more, in the Vienna version, ‘Mi tradi’
is dramatically justified in the recitative which precedes it, whereas in the ‘mixed’
version it produces the effect of an inserted concert aria.”

What made Mozart cut the scena ultima in Vienna?

The claim that he actually did so should be seriously questioned. As long ago as 1961,
the musicologist Christof Bitter proved with hard facts that this moralising ‘comedy
ending’ was probably given in Vienna too.? The solid documentation I'm referring to
is the copy of the autograph score prepared for the Viennese performances, together
with a portion of the orchestral material which Bitter discovered: these permit a very
precise reconstruction of the performances. Yet the ‘popular’ Mozart literature, even
the most recent, has taken virtually no account of Bitter’s research, even though it
was accepted by the editors of the New Mozart Edition (NMA). It’s even worse when
stick-in-the-mud directors use the false premise that Mozart supposedly cut the final
scene in Vienna to justify a staging that may look modern, but in fact goes back to
mistaken post-Hoffmann conceptions.

If Mozart did perhaps toy with the idea of omitting this scene — it is in fact missing
from the Viennese wordbook printed some weeks before the premiere — this was
only, as Stefan Kunze has shown, because he may have thought during the early

7.Apassing remark that is not without its importance: behind the two long ‘official’ acts of the operaas it stands
there was probably an initial design in four shorter acts, as if Le nozze di Figaro had been used as a model. As
in Figaro, the ‘first act’ ends with an aria (Donna Anna’s ‘Or sai chi 'onore’ in the Prague version, Don Ottavio’s
‘Dalla sua pace’ in Vienna). The ‘third’ act starts where the ‘official’ second act begins and is concluded by the
grand sextet, whose closing section functions like a proper act finale. In the Vienna version, the burlesque
scene for Zerlina and Leporello stands at the opening of the ‘fourth act, and here too we can see a parallel with
Figaro: Zerlina and Marcellina, who sings her first full aria in Act IV, are both convinced feminists ...

8. Christof Bitter, Wandlungen in den Inszenierungsformen des ‘Don Giovanni’von 1787 bis 1928. Fors¢
hungsbeitrdge zur Musikwissenschaft, X (Regensburg: 1961).

rehearsals that ending the opera with a more spectacular conclusion, maybe with the
chorus of demons onstage and not in the wings as they had been in Prague, would
be more effective for a ‘metropolitan’ audience, elegant but somewhat superficial,
even conceited. He had no thought of a tragic ending of the kind so loved by the
nineteenth century. Fortunately he gave up this plan, quite simply because this last
scene was musically indispensable: it is the ‘ultimate return to and confirmation of
the principal key of D major after a long horror episode in “tragic” D minor, which has
modulated in every direction except to the tonic major’.

D.on Giovanni has been regularly given, without interruption, from its premiere
flght down to our own time. There is a singular continuity in the performing trad-
ition of this opera; so how could the original tempos sometimes be modified as
fundamentally as they are in some of the available recordings?

There are several reasons for this. In the first place, the categories of operatic roles

El_lr':ent in the eighteenth century became totally obsolete in the nineteenth.
blg teenth-cgntury practice divided roles into serious (parti serie), comic (parti
r(:{fft:’),l.and mixed, part-serious and part-comic (parti di mezzo carattere). The serious
deef, ike Donna Anna and Don Ottavio, in which the essential prerequisite is a high
» %hzebof[vocal artistry, with flexible voices, light but rich in tone-colour, were suited
S B el canto of the time with its improvised variations.® In the buffo roles, such
na, Leporello and Masetto, acting talent was the predominant factor; these

\
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cannot SinmgliLOEVIsS:tlon was the norm even in the mezzo carattere roles. Don Giovanni, for example,
?tions' (W’_I[kum_chgogddstrophe of his serenade without a few graceful and seductive ‘ad libitum decor-
0i che sapete’ unadn erungen), as they were termed at the time. To leave this arietta or Cherubino’s
public. Little CadenzaSoarrr:ng_wogld have been considered unimaginative and crude by Mozart and his
Imel(de-) were taken fo o1 /tngunge (|mprov:sed transitions which introduce the reprise of the principal
Mprovisation in generalgst?lrl] e[d, even in buffo parts, which sometimes parody singers of opera seria.
played an important role, and this also applied to instrumental parts (the

ortepiang ang
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scene), Fortunata 0é both in the recitatives and in the preludes they could add at the beginning of a

¥ everything was not yet written down in the score!



voices might be light and sparkling like Zerlina’s, of middling weight like Masetto’s, or
heavier still like that of Leporello, who however must also be a virtuoso at handling
the fast patter so typical of buffo roles. Finally there are the mezzo carattere roles
such as Donna Elvira and Don Giovanni, who are at home in both serious and buffo
contexts. In the nineteenth century, when both opera houses and orchestras grew
ever larger, the great variety of voices that existed in the eighteenth century —as
varied as are human beings themselves — was impossible to maintain, and bigger,
heavier and thus slower voices became dominant.

A second reason for this general slowing of tempo is the psychological factor that
comes into play when the same work is constantly performed, and the music becomes
so well known and loved that there is a tendency to make the pleasure of enjoying it
again last as long as possible. And finally, in the case of Don Giovanni, it is certainly
the Romantic interpretation of the work that is chiefly to blame for tempos that are
either too slow or too fast.

All the same, Mozart didn’t actually leave us any metronome marks . . .

No, but we have three reliable clues which can lead us back to the authentic tempos.
First and most important: the composer’s own indications, which must be read exactly
as they were interpreted in the treatises of the time. Thus an andante (‘at a walking
pace’) in common time but marked alla breve, that is with the minim and not the
crotchet as the basic rhythmic unit (and thus beaten in two, not in four), is consider-
ably faster than an adagio (‘slow’) in 4/4 without this indication. The breathtaking
‘tragic’ final scene of the opera with the entrance of the statue and Don Giovanni’s
descent into hell, which precedes the true ending in the comedy tradition, is written
in the first of these two tempos, but is still played in virtually every performance at
the latter tempo, which is to say much too slowly. When the right tempo is employed,
the result is a genuine verbal cut-and-thrust (but not a singing competition or a
shouting-match!) between Don Giovanni, the Commendatore and Leporello, which
parallels the actual duel that begins the opera. The exchange becomes more and

more heated (two accelerations of tempo are marked), and finally so fast that the
‘crazy’ violin semiquavers sound not only virtuosic, but literally hellish!
Now to the second element. In the late eighteenth century, action ensembles replaced
the old recitatives of Baroque opera; it follows that they should be sung parlando, in a
conversational style. ‘Everything parlando: that is what Mozart wanted.’ These are the
words of the aged Luigi Bassi as reported by the Wiener Allgemeine Musikzeitschrift
in 1845 (quoted by Bitter). Mozart already found at the time that his casts tended to
sing too much in the ensembles, ‘as if, in a quartet, one should not speak much more
than sing’ (letter to his father dated 27 December 1780). Hence the arrival of the
stone guest must be taken at a faster tempo — a true Andante alla breve as Mozart
stipulates: at too slow a speed, neither Don Giovanni, nor the Commendatore — who
is not a symbol of eternity* — nor Leporello, with his terrified babbling, would be in a
position to sing parlando! It is only in the contemplative ensembles, where the action
comes to a halt, that time too stops: the tempo slows down, and instead of speaking,
the characters most often sing sotto voce.
And finally, the metrical character of many arias and ensembles contains perfectly
‘decodable’ dance rhythms. Three dances play a particularly important role in this
Opera: the aristocratic and feudal minuet, in which the partners scarcely touched
one another; the modern contredanse in which the participants changed partners, a
dance closely linked with the bourgeoisie, but also with the French Revolution (the
song ‘Ah, ca ira, ¢a ira’, heard amid the barricades in Paris, was a contredanse!);
":::nﬁnally the Teitsch (‘German dance’), a ‘subversive’ peasant dance and fore-
Theszr&fthe waltz, which was extremely fast and frenetic, sometimes even obscene.
ree dances are heard simultaneously at the ball in the first act, a sort of

Music i - -
dram;! orgy with three conflicting rhythms, a collapse of both the musical and the
IC i i o .

order (it occurs at the very moment when Don Giovanni attempts to ravish
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Minims (h ;af-srt\or:guv" the Commendatore is still only half-dead and therefore speaks, half-human, in

the others, S’ as both German and American usage have it), that is to say at half the speed of



Zerlina). The contredanse that Don Giovanni dances with Zerlina at the ball is already
‘announced’ earlier in the work, in the celebrated ‘champagne aria’. If one wishes to
maintain this highly significant hidden dance rhythm — which is speeded up by the
tempo marking (presto) — it is necessary to adopt a tempo that, while still remaining
very rapid, is not as brutal and rushed as what we usually hear.

Don Giovanni has important things to say in this ‘drinking song’ which is in fact
a dance-song. When he sings it he is in the process of organising the ball with
Leporello, and gives the instruction ‘Senz’ alcun ordine la danza sia’ (literally, ‘let the
dance follow no order’). In an excessively fast, demonically distorted performance,
the words retreat into incomprehensibility and the singer finds himself with acute
breathing problems. But our Don Giovanni has been ‘de-demonised’: he still has to
sing rapidly — Leporello only has a couple of hours to get hold of the girls his master
is counting on to expand his list — but also with pleasurable anticipation of what (he
thinks!) is to come.

RENE JACOBS

Translation: Charles Johnston
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